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Prologue

“It’s breathtaking,” the doctor
said.

“Rubbish,” The artist shook his head
in disgust as he stared at the canvas before him. “It’s utterly
serene. Boring!”

​ “Jacob, I
have to disagree with you. This is perhaps the most magnificent
scenic piece you’ve ever created. I think it is by far your best
work.”

Jacob sighed, turning quickly away.
“There’s more to life than outward appearance or physical beauty.
If there is no activity—no action—it’s pointless. When I
look at this scene all I see is serenity, but nothing is happening!
There is no purpose.”

The doctor placed his hand on his
lover’s shoulder, gently directing him so that Jacob turned once
again to face the painting. “It’s nature,” he whispered. “It’s
growth. It’s the dawning of a new day—the celebration of new life
on a beautiful spring morning. How can you say there is no
activity?”

“I don’t know.” Jacob frowned.
“Forgive me, but when I look at this painting, all I see is regret.
It reminds me—”

“It reminds you of
him.”

“I’m sorry, Timothy,” Jacob
confessed. “He was all about that sort of thing. He was all about
appearances. He was all about how things looked on the outside. He
was all about living his life in a way that appealed to others, a
way that met with their approval …”

“And he was utterly boring, just
like the painting?”

Jacob again stared at the canvas
sadly, nodding.

“But you loved him so much,” Timothy
sighed.

“I have no regrets,” Jacob said
honestly. “I have lived a wonderful, fulfilling life.” He took his
lover’s hand in his own and gently squeezed. “And yes, I did love
him. I loved him with all my heart, but Harold is my past. He made
his choice and he must live with the consequences.”

“Baby, your life isn’t over,” the
doctor said. “You speak as if you have a death
sentence.”

“Timothy, I’m dying.”

“No,” Timothy said in his most
reassuring voice. “I promise you, I’m not going to let that happen!
I’m going to find a cure. I’m going to give you a second
chance.”

“Shh,” Jacob said, turning to face
his lover. “Promise me to just enjoy the time we have left
together, Timothy. I don’t want any false hope.”

“Jacob!”

“Promise me … please!”

Reluctantly, the doctor nodded. “I
promise you, Jacob Klein, I will cherish every moment we have
together, and we both will make the most of every single
moment.”

“I love you,” Jacob whispered. “When
I thought my life was over, it was you who gave me a second chance.
I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.”

Tears filled the doctor’s eyes as he
embraced his dying lover. “I love you, too, Jacob, and I’ll never
stop trying to save you. I really will give you a second chance …
if you’ll let me.”

 


 



Chapter One

The old man stared out the window
and allowed a silent tear to trickle down his cheek. He was
overwhelmed by a wave of emotion as he contemplated the years that
had escaped him. He knew the end was near. He knew every time he
reached for the oxygen mask. He knew every time he attempted to
hoist his frail body up out of the leather recliner. He knew when
he was overcome by one of the coughing spells that nearly ripped
his feeble frame in two. His body was used up, and his time had
nearly expired.

Harold Wainwright had not at first
accepted the diagnosis. At seventy-eight he was a fairly healthy
man. He’d always taken for granted the best healthcare that money
could buy. After all, he had for years been the CEO of the world’s
largest health insurance provider. He had also lived his life
prudently. He’d made wise decisions in terms of his health, never
smoking or drinking excessively. For the past thirty-plus years,
he’d followed a fairly strict low-carb diet and exercised
daily.

But he’d ultimately learned a harsh
and unforgiving reality about cancer. It was no respecter of
persons. His wealth had not protected him from the disease, and his
connections had not delivered the salvation that he so desperately
sought. He was rapidly drowning, and sadly there was no life
raft.

It was a lonely way to die, there in
that mansion by himself. Sure he had his staff. He had an
around-the-clock nursing team. He had a chauffeur and a chef and a
slew of housekeepers. He even had a gardener and a maintenance
crew. But there was no one special in Harold’s life. He had no
spouse or partner … no one to love and to be loved by in return.
When he looked into the eyes of most of his employees, all he saw
was pity. Most of them probably felt sorry for him, and perhaps
they also felt sorry for themselves, wondering what they would do
for employment after he was gone. But he knew that none truly loved
him.

Why should they love him? He’d never
given them any reason to feel any affection for him whatsoever. In
Harold’s youth, he’d prided himself on being a strict and
authoritative boss. He’d always been demanding, and he’d never
hesitated to fire and replace the employees who had not performed
according to his expectations. Harold was never one to believe in
second chances. If someone was going to screw up one time, they’d
do it again. He had very little sympathy for those who made poor
decisions.

This was why it had never
particularly bothered Harold when he observed the disparity between
the rich and the poor. He knew that accumulating wealth was all
about making the right decisions. People lived in poverty because
they were unmotivated. They chose not to educate themselves. They
chose not to jump through the necessary hoops or to take the steps
needed to climb the ladder of success. They were lulled by their
own sense of apathy into accepting mediocrity.

Harold Wainwright had decided at a
very young age that he would never be one of these people. It was
true that his parents had paid for his education, but he was the
one who’d done all the hard work. He graduated at the top of his
class. He’d gone right on to complete his post graduate work and
earn his MBA. With his business degree he’d landed a six figure
job, and this was back in 1950’s. Within a decade, he was a vice
president of the company.

He knew all about the politics of
succeeding at a corporate level. It was all about impressing the
right people. It was far more about who you knew than what you
knew. Sentimentality and sensitivity were merely barriers. He’d
never allowed these obstacles to become his own personal hurdles.
There’d been times when he had to climb over those who stood in his
way, and he honestly had not felt any regret in doing so. In fact,
as he sipped his scotch and puffed his fat Cuban cigars, he used to
brag, “I never worry about going around the people who get in my
way. I simply charge straight ahead and go right through
them.”

Harold Wainwright had made his
company millions of dollars by revising the policies concerning
pre-existing medical conditions. By delving deeply enough into the
histories of each client’s medical files, you could almost always
find a condition that would justify exclusion. His favorite phrase
had become “failure to disclose,” and it was this excuse that his
company had used to cut off the insurance benefits of thousands who
were ill, thus saving the company billions of dollars in claims
over the years. These savings had led to enormous bonuses and
promotions for Harold, and by the time he was fifty, he had become
the CEO of the company.

There was a time, albeit just a
brief interlude, when Harold had shared his life with someone
special. Well, it was not exactly that he’d “shared” his life, but
he had momentarily allowed this other person into his personal
world. His name had been Jacob, and Harold had met him one night at
a pool party. It had been one of those discreet gatherings hosted
by a friend of a friend. Such events were all rather hush-hush back
in those days, and there never were any females in attendance. For
the most part, they were dinner parties sponsored by affluent
middle-aged homosexual men. Young attractive guys such as Jacob
were invited mainly as eye candy.

Harold had been in his thirties at
the time, already very successful, and the initial connection he’d
felt with Jacob had been powerful. Certainly the
twenty-three-year-old college student was physically attractive,
but it was more than that. He had other qualities that appealed to
Harold. Jacob was bright and ambitious. Harold took him home that
night, and six months later, the boy still had not left. If he’d
been honest, Harold would have admitted that he loved Jacob. He
loved the way the young man made him laugh. He loved his sincerity
and his zest for life. He loved the way Jacob did things
spontaneously and impulsively. He loved the thick dark eyelashes
and dark brown eyes of his young lover.

But eventually Harold ended it. He
finally had to ask Jacob to leave. The relationship was just too
risky for his career. It was too complicated. Nobody in Harold’s
circle of corporate friends would ever understand what he had with
Jacob. Nobody would accept it, and he knew that if he did not free
himself of this extra baggage, he’d never get that promotion he’d
been gunning for.

Jacob hadn’t seemed angry that day.
In fact, he didn’t even seem surprised. He’d looked upon Harold
sympathetically. “I love you, Harold,” he’d said calmly, “and I
know you love me, too. But you love your career more.” Then he
left, and that was that.

Harold never heard another word from
Jacob. He never ran into him at any social functions. He never
received any phone calls or letters. He came upon Jacob’s obituary
one day in mid 90’s as he was reading the morning paper. The photo
was of the same Jacob whom Harold had known and loved, only he was
older in the picture, in his fifties. Reading between the lines,
Harold realized that Jacob had died from AIDS complications. He’d
become a successful painter, with his own studio. Harold didn’t
attend the funeral, nor did he send flowers, but he did pay a visit
to the studio. He bought the most expensive of Jacob’s originals
and had it hung in his sitting room. It was an outdoor scene, very
picturesque.

Harold looked up at the painting as
he sat there alone in his leather recliner. He thought about how
things could have been better had he made different choices in his
own life. The strict standard by which he’d judged others for so
long was now a bitter pill to swallow as he judged himself. If he’d
remained with Jacob, perhaps they’d have grown old together. Jacob
and he might have remained monogamous. Harold might have been
bypassed for his promotion, but at least he wouldn’t have grown old
alone.

What good was all the money? Sure,
he’d been able to buy all the luxuries he’d ever wanted. He had
Porches and Jaguars and even a Lamborghini. He’d traveled the
world. He’d rubbed elbows with famous celebrities and politicians.
He owned summer homes in three states and property throughout
Europe. But as he looked back on his life, all he felt was regret.
What had been the point? He had money and fame and status, yet he
was lonely. And now here he was in his darkest hour, at the end of
his long life … utterly alone.

All of Harold’s family had passed on
before him. He’d had an older brother and a sister two years
younger. They both were gone already. His parents had died nearly
two decades prior. There were cousins and nephews and nieces, all
of whom he expected would soon be fighting over the inheritance he
would leave behind. He had a will, of course, but he knew damned
well it was sure to be contested. They were all vultures, every
last one of them.

As he sat there staring up at the
painting, a tear trickled down his cheek. He sighed, and prayed it
all would just be over soon. Perhaps the disease was really a
blessing. Maybe it was finally time to cash in his chips. He turned
to look at the door when he heard a faint knock. Quickly he brushed
the tear from his face and called out in a gruff voice, “Yeah! Come
on in!”

“Mr. Wainwright, sir … I’m sorry to
disturb you.” It was his housekeeper Ellen. “But there is a
gentlemen asking to speak with you—a Doctor Timothy
Drayton.”

“He from the service?” Harold asked,
referring to the homecare service that usually sent nurses and
aides.

“No sir,” she answered. “He says
he’s here from Switzerland, and that he has important news for you
about a cure … for your cancer.”

Wainwright laughed. “Ellen, I’ve
been to every top specialist in the fuckin’ world, and there is no
cure. Tell him to get lost.”

“But sir … forgive me. He said you
would say that. He wanted me to tell you that he knew Jacob. I
don’t know what—”

Harold straightened himself in his
chair. “He knew Jacob?”

“That’s what he said,
sir.”

“Very well, send him in.”

A few minutes later a thin,
middle-aged man carrying a briefcase entered the room. “Mr.
Wainwright?” he asked.

“How did you know Jacob?” the old
man responded.

The doctor cleared his throat and
looked at the elderly gentleman, apparently waiting for an
invitation to be seated. Realizing that his host was not planning
to be so gracious, he gingerly placed his briefcase on the floor at
his feet and smiled. He rubbed his hands together nervously. “Jacob
Klein was one of the original participants in the research project
I’m here to discuss with you, sir.”

“Which is—?”

“Which is what we have come to refer
to as ‘The Rebirthing Project,’ ” he said. “May I sit
down?”

Wainwright ignored his question.
“Jacob was involved in some sort of scientific research project?”
he asked.

The doctor scooped up his briefcase
and took two steps over to seat himself in a chair opposite
Harold’s. “Yes sir. Jacob had volunteered to be a research test
subject.”

“Jacob is dead,” Harold replied, “so
I guess your project didn’t work. And why is it called a
‘rebirthing project’? I thought you told my housekeeper it was a
cure for cancer …”

“Mr. Wainwright, I have information
in this briefcase that will answer all of your questions. Mr. Klein
signed onto the project in the early eighties shortly after he’d
been diagnosed with Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome.
Unfortunately we were unable to perfect the procedure in time to
save him. You were listed by Mr. Klein as a potential future
candidate for the procedure … Apparently Klein thought you would be
interested—”

“I hadn’t talked to Jacob in over
twenty years … before he died. I find it hard to believe he’d list
me … or even remember me.”

“Perhaps when you learn about the
specifics of the project, you will understand his potential motive,
sir,” the doctor offered.

“So why don’t you tell me, and quit
beating around the bush?”

Drayton nodded, and again nervously
wrung his hands. He sighed, and then took a deep breath. “During
the AIDS pandemic of the ’80’s, a group of scientists from around
the world converged to brainstorm on possible cures for the
disease. At the time, the task seemed daunting, to say the least.
There was little hope of a vaccine, and we were frustrated by the
magnitude of the challenge. So many brilliant minds were being lost
… so much talent. We felt so helpless—

“Mr. Klein was initially contacted
by our organization because of his artistic talent. We were
motivated to recruit him and others like him. People who were
tremendously gifted yet were falling victim to this horrible
disease.

“The idea behind the Rebirthing
Project was to find a method of preserving the consciousness of
gifted or brilliant individuals such as Jacob Klein. Even if we
could not save their bodies, we hoped to preserve their
minds.”

Harold laughed. “This is
crazy!”

“I assure you, sir, this is very
serious. In 1982 we developed a computer chip. Please, allow me to
show you …” He hoisted his briefcase onto his lap and snapped it
open. “This chip, when implanted in the cerebral cortex, will store
the entirety of an individual’s conscious memories … conscious
and subconscious, actually. At the time of Mr. Klein’s
death, however, we had not yet developed the technology to transfer
the data from the computer chip into the brain of a
donor.”

“And I suppose you have that
technology now,” Harold scoffed.

“Sir, I realize how difficult this
must be to believe. Truly, I do … but I assure you that I’m being
one hundred percent serious. We do now have the technology, and we
have used it successfully … with primates.”

“But not humans?”

“Chimpanzees,” Drayton
said.

Harold laughed. “And you expect me
to believe that you transferred the mind of one chimp—”

“The consciousness …”

“The consciousness of one
chimp into the brain of another? How would you even substantiate
this? How could you prove it?”

“Mr. Wainwright, I have a DVD
documentary in my briefcase that chronicles our research. We
started by training a chimpanzee from birth. Her name was Charlee.
She was one of the most advanced primates in terms of language
skills, sign language, and manual dexterity. We then successfully
transferred her consciousness into that of a donor chimp. This
other chimp was taken from the wild and had no communication skills
whatsoever. You will see on the video that the evidence is
indisputable. Charlee is alive today—in a different
body.”

The smirk on Harold’s face slowly
began to fade as he considered the words of the doctor sitting
before him. What he offered was pure lunacy, and Harold knew this.
It was something out of a science fiction movie, but the thought of
it somehow being possible was astounding, almost beyond
comprehension.

“Well, let me humor you for a
moment,” Wainwright said. “Suppose you did have a subject such as
myself. And suppose I agreed to this procedure … then what? How
would you find a donor? Who would just give up their body for
someone else?”

“Donor subjects are young victims of
horrific tragedies,” Drayton said. “They are people who have
suffered brain injuries that have rendered them … well, brain-dead.
They are vegetables.”

Wainwright frowned. “And how is it
that by simply transferring another person’s memories into their
already damaged brain, they suddenly can function
again?”

Drayton smiled. “Sir, you ask very
perceptive questions, for this very issue was our biggest
challenge. In the early test cases, it appeared that what you’re
describing is precisely what occurred. We transferred consciousness
from one brain to the other, but the subject was unable to regain
consciousness in their donor body.”

“And I suppose you’ve now solved
this problem as well?”

“Not exactly, sir,” Drayton
admitted. “We have to be very selective of our donors. The injury
or condition that has rendered them unconscious must be something
that can either be physiologically corrected or it must be a
condition where the restoration of consciousness will automatically
result in restored motor skills, speech, etc.”

“I don’t follow,” Harold said
flatly.

“If the victim has suffered a
debilitating stroke, for example, they would not be a receptive
donor. Restoring consciousness would merely be placing a
functioning brain into a non-functioning body. If the donor had
suffered a closed-head injury, however, they might well be a
candidate for the procedure.

“The way it works is, we implant a
similar chip into the donor brain. When the transfer takes place,
the entirety of the subject’s identity is transferred. What I mean
is that if you were to become our subject, your memories, motor
skills, speech, thinking patterns, tastes, preferences—literally
everything about you—would be transferred. When you awakened in
your new body, it would be precisely that. A new body. Mentally you
would be the same individual that you have always been, but you
would simply have a new body.”

“And what about this body?”
Harold asked.

“It would be vacant. It would be
vegetative in the same manner that the donor body had been prior to
the transfer. After a period of time, we would euthanize your
former body—if it had not already expired of natural
causes.”

“You still haven’t explained why
Jacob suggested you contact me,” Harold observed.

The doctor smiled sheepishly and
looked the old man in the eye. “Sir, don’t you see? Mr. Klein
wanted to begin a new life with you. He apparently had tremendous
affection for you, and he wanted to give you a second chance. He
wanted to give your relationship with him a second
chance.”

As if a light bulb had been switched
on in his mind, Harold suddenly understood. Jacob had been in love
with him for all those years. He suspected that Jacob also realized
that the feeling was mutual. He must have known that Harold had
gone all that time carrying the burden of regret for his decisions,
and he wanted a second chance.

“But it’s too late for that,” Harold
said, suddenly becoming misty-eyed. “It didn’t work … Jacob died
anyway, so why are you here?”

“With all due respect, Mr.
Wainwright, I have my own motivation for recruiting you to the
project. We are in desperate need of funding.”

“You want my money. Ah, of
course.”

“We need funding in order to
continue, and you’re one of the wealthiest men alive. Forgive me
for pointing this out, but soon you will be gone. Your money will
be of no use to you at that point.”

Harold began to laugh. “So this is
your last-ditch attempt to scam a billionaire out of a big chunk of
cash? You were very convincing. I almost bought it.”

“Sir, all I’m asking is that you
think about it. Please watch the videos, and if you decide that you
may be interested, simply call the number on my card.” He placed a
business card on the stand beside him. “In all honesty, Mr.
Wainwright, you have nothing to lose. If I am conning you and the
result is that I bilk you out of a bunch of money, you will be no
worse off. You’re going to lose all of your money when you die
anyway.”

Harold raised his eyebrows at the
doctor’s frank statement. “But you’d still be a hell of a lot
richer, and I’d be dead, so I’d never be able to expose
you.”

“As I’ve said, sir, I am legitimate,
and so is the Rebirthing Project. We are not running a scam, and we
are not trying to bilk you out of your money. We would ask you to
pay an initial signing fee of one million dollars immediately.
After the transfer of your consciousness has been completed—after
you’re in your new body—you would complete the payment.”

“How?” Harold asked.

“Prior to the death of your current
body, you would deposit the money in a Swiss bank account and
memorize the access code. You will then be asked for that code
after your consciousness has been transferred into your new body.
If you elect to provide it, we will euthanize your former body and
you will begin your new life. If you elect not to complete the
transfer of funds, we would reverse everything and transfer your
consciousness back into your dying body.”

“How much money are you talking
about?”

“Three hundred million U.S.
dollars.”

 


 



Chapter Two

“Mom, I’ve gotta go! I’m gonna be
late for practice.” The young man was standing by the kitchen door,
duffel bag in hand. He wore a green and white track suit with
running shoes and sported a crisply shaven military-style haircut.
He was blond, blue eyed, seventeen-year-old Jesse
Warren.

“Honey, give me just a couple
minutes, okay?” his mom called from the dining room. “I’ve got to
get this email sent …”

Jesse sighed and placed the duffel
bag down on the floor. He stepped over to the archway that
separated the kitchen and dining room. “It’s okay, Mom,” he said.
“I’ll just go. It’s only two miles. I can get there faster by
running than with the car anyway.”

“Jesse, I said I’d take you. I’m
almost done here.”

He stepped over to his mom and
leaned in to give her a quick kiss goodbye, laughing as he did so.
“Don’t worry about it. I’m gonna head out. I’ll see ya in about
three hours.”

“I’m sorry, honey,” she said. “Be
careful, and have a good practice.”

Jesse dashed out the front door and
immediately broke into a steady paced run. His long, muscular legs
made it seem effortless to him, and truthfully it was. He could
sprint the entire two miles without being so much as winded. As he
bounded toward the sidewalk he glanced up and saw his neighbor,
Phillip Covington. He nodded and quickly waved at his dark-haired
classmate and best friend.

Jesse had known Phillip all his
life. They’d been close since the second grade, and it pained Jesse
to realize that this friendship would in all likelihood be cut
short. Two years ago, Phillip had been diagnosed with leukemia, and
his prognosis wasn’t promising. After beginning radiation
treatments, he’d lost all his hair and grown rail thin. Jesse
wondered if he would even make it through that horrible time, but
amazingly Phillip bounced back. The cancer had gone into remission,
and Phillip started looking a lot better—like his old self again.
He re-grew his hair and beefed up a bit. Jesse decided he’d call
Phillip after practice. Maybe they could spend time together over
the weekend like they used to do.

In another week Jesse would turn
eighteen, and he couldn’t wait. Being eighteen wouldn’t change his
life all that much, but being an adult would. He’d be old enough to
buy lottery tickets and cigarettes—not that he’d ever dream of
smoking. And of course, he’d be old enough to vote. Then, within
the next two months, he’d be graduating. He could hardly believe
it. His high school years were really almost over.

He was thinking of these things as
he rounded the corner, only a block from the school’s track field.
He quickly glanced both ways at the intersection, not even
bothering to slow down. Seeing that it was clear, he quickened his
pace. Just as he strode out into the intersection, seemingly out of
nowhere, a pickup truck appeared in his field of vision. All he saw
was the front grill as it crashed into him.

The sound of squealing tires was the
last thing Jesse heard as his body was hurled thirty feet into the
air. The duffel bag flew from his grasp as he sailed helplessly
across the intersection. The back of his head slammed violently
against a cement curb as he landed, instantly engulfing him in
darkness. Jesse Warren’s future was suddenly non-existent. He was
brain dead.

****

Phillip’s heart skipped a beat when
he glanced up to see his friend Jesse across the street. He
couldn’t believe how incredibly hot he looked in his track gear.
Phillip had harbored a secret crush on his “best friend” for many
years, and the more time he spent with him, the deeper his feelings
grew. Sometimes just seeing him like this took Phillip’s breath
away.

There was no one in the world that
Phillip idolized more than Jesse. In a way, it was like Jesse was
his hero. He was so confident and intelligent. He was a track star
at school and also a straight-A student. He had the looks, the
popularity, and the personality to make him any girl’s (or gay
guy’s) dream date. Plus, Jesse was just so incredibly
nice.

When Phillip was sick and undergoing
cancer treatments, he’d felt so awkward about losing all his hair.
He’d never left the house without a cap or hat of some kind. That
was, until his best friend showed up sporting a clean-shaven,
cue-ball head. Phillip started laughing hysterically as he embraced
his best bud. “I can’t believe you did it!” he exclaimed as he
threw his b-cap into the corner.

“Only the coolest guys are bald,”
Jesse bragged. And now, nearly a year later, Jesse still kept his
hair cut short. It no longer was completely shaved off, but the
style was a crew cut. Phillip had always thought Jesse’s wavy blond
hair was incredibly sexy, but now that he’d seen the butch look on
him, he didn’t miss the longer hair. Jesse was just scorching hot,
as far as Phillip was concerned, especially with the macho hair
style.

Phillip wanted so badly to confide
in Jesse and tell him about his true feelings. There were times
when he wondered if Jesse might feel the same way about him.
Phillip remembered when they were fifteen and had fooled around a
bit. Really it had been kind of innocent. Jesse had gotten a hold
of a porn magazine from somewhere and they jacked off together.
Phillip wanted more than anything to touch his friend, but he
hadn’t had the nerve to do so. The way Jesse had looked over at him
and smiled when it was over seemed to indicate that it was more
than just boys being boys.

But that had been an isolated
incident. Afterwards, the two had never discussed their sexual
indiscretion. It was as if it had never happened at all, and not
too long after that, Phillip had gotten sick.

The one encouraging sign Phillip
couldn’t help but notice was that Jesse never had a steady
girlfriend. You’d think a hot, popular guy like him would have lots
of girlfriends in high school. Phillip knew that Jesse had taken
girls out on dates. Of course he had a date for the prom. He’d
asked girls to dance at high school dances. He’d even suggested one
time that they double-date, but Phillip had never worked up the
nerve to actually ask a girl out.

Phillip hadn’t been able to bring
himself to tell Jesse about his true feelings because he was afraid
of ruining their friendship. He couldn’t bear the thought of losing
Jesse. It would be so awkward and embarrassing if Phillip confided
in Jesse, and then his friend said he didn’t feel the same. Phillip
knew it would likely destroy their friendship.

But their high school years were
nearly over, and time was running out. Phillip didn’t know how long
the cancer would remain in remission. He didn’t know what would
happen after Jesse went away to college in the fall. He wondered if
perhaps Jesse had similar feelings and struggled with the same
fears. What if Jesse wanted to broach the topic but was just afraid
of what might happen?

Phillip knew he had to do it,
though. He had to bite the bullet and tell Jesse what was in his
heart. If Jesse rejected him, it would be devastating, but at least
he would know, once and for all. And in all honesty, Jesse had a
right to know. They were best friends, and shouldn’t best buds be
honest with each other about things like this?

Phillip decided he was going to just
do it. He would watch for Jesse tonight, and when Jesse got home
from practice, Phillip would call him. He was going to tell Jesse
how he truly felt. He was going to tell him how much he loved him
before it was too late.

****

Harold lay in his bed with the
laptop on a tray in front of him. He’d just finished replaying the
video from Doctor Drayton. This was the fourth time he’d watched
it. Initially it had seemed absurd. Certainly it was just a
harebrained scam, a very creative way to cheat a rich old man out
of a lot of money. It was brilliant, though, he had to
admit.

How could something like this
possibly be true? It was beyond comprehension, really. But how were
they able to fake the things they showed in the video? Had they
trained those chimpanzees? Was it all staged?

As he pondered the possibilities,
Harold thought about what the doctor had said. Harold Wainwright
was a multi-billionaire, and he knew he was about to die. Being
cheated out of a million bucks was of little consequence. Even if
it was all a scam, what would it matter after he was dead? And
really, the effort put into this scheme was undeniably commendable.
The doctor deserved an academy award for his
performance.

He picked up the phone beside his
bed and quickly dialed a number he knew by heart. “Thomas,
Wainwright here … I need you to run a background check.” He paused
as the private investigator questioned him about his health. “I’m
fine. Look, this is important. I need it yesterday. Got it? Okay …”
Harold then gave his friend the name of Drayton and his company,
Ingenico Corporation. “And get me any information you can find on
something called ‘The Rebirthing Project.’ I want names, dates,
details—no matter how insignificant you think they might be. I want
you to drop everything you’re doing and focus solely on this, and I
want the information to me by tomorrow morning!”

He listened as the detective assured
him he was on it. “And one more thing. No matter what you find, do
not discuss it with anyone. I want you to hand-deliver the
information. Got it? Bye.” He hung up the phone
abruptly.

At nine o’clock the following
morning, the private investigator Chris Thomas joined Harold in his
sitting room. The elderly gentleman removed his oxygen mask when
the detective walked in. “What did you find?” he asked.

Thomas handed a file folder to his
employer. “Some very interesting stuff, sir,” he said. “Ingenico
has been around for about thirty years, and they’re a global
enterprise. Their home base is in Switzerland, and they specialize
in the development of youth-enhancement products. Anti-aging
remedies, etcetera.”

“And Timothy Drayton?”

“He’s a neurosurgeon who was at one
time regarded as the leading specialist in his field. He worked at
the Mayo Clinic until he was hired by a government agency as a
consultant. It was a branch of the intelligence department, and the
projects he worked on remain classified to this day. He left the
agency in the early ’80’s when he and several renowned doctors from
around the world started Ingenico. It baffled a lot of people that
he would go into this new age shit. It was not the sort of
prestigious field you’d expect to see someone of this talent waste
his time with.

“Well, for whatever reason, Ingenico
has been quite successful. They have expanded their operation over
the years and now are in more than a dozen countries. They sell a
lot of these fountain-of-youth products under various labels.
Anti-aging creams, hair re-growth liquids, shit like
that.”

“And what about the Rebirthing
Project?” Harold asked.

“I couldn’t find anything about it.
What I did learn is that the parent organization operates under
numerous grants from governments around the world. They have
several research projects, and many of them are rather
ambiguous.”

“Does this Drayton have any kind of
a rap sheet?” Harold asked.

Detective Thomas shook his head.
“Clean as a whistle. Dude ain’t got so much as a parking
ticket.”

“Did you find criminal records on
any of the other key members of this Ingenico group?”

“Nada,” he said. “They’re all clean.
They’re all pretty much successful doctors and scientists. My gut
tells me the anti-aging business is just a cover. They probably
sell that shit to keep their research afloat.”

“So they’re generating revenue from
these commodities they’re selling, and they’re also receiving
funding from grants. Must have a separate, non-profit branch of the
company that operates independently.”

“Exactly, sir. The research side of
their operation is referred to as Ingenico Frontiers, and their
sales branch is Ingenico Enterprises.”

“Were you able to get a financial
statement?”

Thomas nodded. “It’s in
there.”

“Ah,” Harold said as he scanned the
P & L statement. “Now I see why they need money. They lost
forty million dollars last year.”

“The economy, sir,” Thomas surmised.
“It sucks.”

“Indeed it does. Indeed it does.”
Harold nodded somberly and then reattached his oxygen
mask.

 


 



Chapter Three

Timothy Drayton looked out the
window of his Chicago office as he pondered the case files in front
of him. Slowly he rubbed his temples, trying to will away the
headache that had been building as a result of stress. If he didn’t
find a way to generate some revenue to keep his research project
solvent, all he’d worked for over the past thirty years might well
be lost.

He had feared for years that this
may eventually happen. All of the cosmetics and snake oil potions
they’d been manufacturing eventually would fail. People would
realize it all was crap, and they’d stop buying it. With the global
recession that was currently threatening the world economy, people
were just not wasting money like they used to.

The grant money for the Rebirthing
Project had also about dried up. Drayton had applied for several
grants over the years, and the money had always been readily
available. It really was a matter of knowing the right thing to
say, following the proper protocol. The government seemed to be
dying to dole out money; you just had to have your hand out at the
right time. Unfortunately that time had passed. Nowadays even the
government was not so generous.

He’d hated the idea of approaching
Wainwright in the first place. In fact, the thought of giving that
slimy bastard a second chance at life made Drayton want to puke.
Wainwright represented the polar opposite of the ideals upon which
the Rebirthing Project had been established. He was a leech, a
bottom feeder of the lowest form. He’d spent his whole life
amassing a fortune off the backs of innocent people, denying them
the healthcare they so desperately needed.

How ironic that Drayton would now
extend a lifeline to this selfish prick who had denied others the
same compassion for so many years. It didn’t seem fair, but what
else could he do? The company needed the money to eventually help
others.

He looked down again at the desk and
opened one of the donor case files. It was from a thirty–year-old
executive who lived in southern California. He’d been injured from
a fall while rock climbing and was sure to never regain
consciousness. Drayton knew that this body would be the perfect
match for Harold. He’d be able to slip easily into this other man’s
life, and in a matter of months he’d probably be back to enjoying
the luxurious lifestyle he’d been accustomed to for so many years.
Drayton frowned and slid the file folder to the corner of his
desk.

He picked up the next folder and
looked at the photo of the young man. Jesse Warren of Dayton, Ohio.
It was so sad … so utterly tragic, really. The kid had just turned
eighteen and was in a coma. He had been hit by a truck while
jogging to school. It now appeared he would never regain
consciousness. He existed merely on life support.

The Warren family was not at all
affluent. In fact, they were barely what you’d consider middle
class. The father, Paul Warren, was an assistant foreman at an auto
parts factory, and the mother Margo ran an eBay store on line.
Their combined income wasn’t even fifty grand per year. How utterly
devastating it must have been for them to lose their only child
this way.

Of course, the Warren’s still held
out hope for their son’s recovery. Undoubtedly they were at the
hospital every day, camped out at his bedside. Drayton suspected
they’d offered thousands of prayers, clinging to the hope of a
miracle.

It was within his power to grant
them that miracle … well, sort of. He could give them back a boy
who resembled their son. The horrible thing about it, though, was
that it wouldn’t really be their Jesse. It would be an imposter. It
would be a crusty, old, selfish bastard who should be
dead.

Drayton smirked when he saw the name
of Warren’s insurance provider in the file. It was Wainwright’s
company, and they were trying to deny coverage. They were claiming
the right to drop his coverage since the boy had just turned
eighteen. Oh wasn’t this just the most deliciously ironic twist? If
they had their way, Wainwright’s own company would pull the plug on
the boy who might be Wainwright’s only hope for a future
existence.

Nah, he knew he should do the right
thing. He should simply tell Wainwright that the only available and
suitable donor was Dennis Kauffman, the man in California. He
should leave the Warrens be and destroy the boy’s case file. They
deserved to remember their son as the beautiful human being he had
been.

And the geographical location of the
Warren boy was just too coincidental. Drayton was already
monitoring another subject from that locale. It would be too
risky.

But wouldn’t it be poetic justice to
place a man like Wainwright into a family such as this one?
Wouldn’t it serve him right to be forced to face the struggles and
heartaches of an average person? He would begin his new life with a
mountain of medical debt and a battle with the insurance company he
had personally established.

The ringing of his phone startled
him, and he shook his head slightly before answering. “Hello,
Timothy Drayton.” After a pause, he said, “I see. Very well, thank
you.” He sighed as he hung up the receiver. Shaking his head again
he sadly picked up the folder of Dennis Kauffman and tossed it in
the trash receptacle beside his desk. Kauffman was dead.

****

Paul and Margo Warren sat huddled
together at their son’s bedside. “I’m so sorry, baby,” she
whispered. For the past three months she had been torturing
herself, begging God and her son to forgive her for not getting up
out of that fucking desk chair to drive Jesse to practice that
fateful day.
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